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CENTRAL SAHARAN TRADE IN THE EARLY ISLAMIC CENTURIES 
(7th - 9th CENTURIES A.D.) 
The early history of caravan trade in the central Sahara 
Desert has been the object of considerable speculation and 
interpretation. A paucity of literary and archaeological 
sources and ambiguity in these which do exist are largely 
responsible. The history of the trade in the period before the 
Arab conquest of North Africa in the seventh century A.D. has 
been particularly subjected to widely varying interpretations, 
which nevertheless can be said to fall into two broad schools of 
thought. The first accepts the existence of a well-established 
trade as early as Carthaginian times or before and, relying on a 
few sparse quotes from Herodotus, Pliny, and other classical authors, 
and more recently on the discovery of rock-art paintings in the 
Sahara and the excavation of a handful of archaeological sites 
in Tripolitania, the Fazzan, and the Hoggar, reconstructs a 
picture of flourishing commercial contacts between the Mediterranean 
littoral and the Sudan. In the nineteenth century this view was 
generally accepted. Thus Gustave Flaubert, who based his novel 
of third-century B.C. Carthage, Salammb6, on research into the 
most respected authorities of his day, described the "Chief of 
the Journeys'" report of a particularly unfavorable commercial 
year: 
The caravans had gone out regularly at the winter equinox. 
But out of fifteen hundred men bound to the further Ethiopia 
with excellent camels, new leather bottles, and stocks of 
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painted linen, one only had returned to Carthage; all the 
others had died from fatigue, or become mad through the 
terrors of the desert. He said that he had seen, far beyond 
the Black Harosch, beyond the Atarantes and the country of 
the big apes, immense kingdoms where even the ordinary 
utensils were of gold; a river the colour of milk and spreading 
out like the sea; forests of blue trees; hills of aromatics; 
monsters with human faces, vegetating on rocks, whose eyes 
opened like flowers to look at you; then, behind lakes 
covered with dragons, mountains of crystal supporting the 
sun ••• As for those who went to purchase chalcedonies, 
by the road of the Syrtis and the temple of Ammon, they 
had doubtless perished in the sands. The caravans of 1 Gaetulia and Phazzana had furnished their usual supplies. 
Stephan Gsell, whose Histoire ancienne de 1 1Afrigue du nord 
appeared in 1920, presented a similar interpretation for trans-
Saharan trade at the time of the Roman Empire: 
The sources of the prosperity of Leptis and of the other 
towns of the Syrtis were located beyond the Fezzan, in the 
Sudan. Roman expeditions leaving from Leptis had already 
gone as far as the Sudan, in a country where there were 
rhinoceroses, by the time of the emperor Domitian (81-96 A.D.). 
Garama and Cydamus (Germa and Ghadames) served as intermediate 
stops; from the former, the region of Lake Chad could rather 
easily be reached by way of Kawar and Agadem; from the 
latter, trails headed towards the south, by way of Ghat 2and Agades, and towards the southwest, as far as the Niger. 
More recently the view of flourishing desert trade in pre-Islamic 
times has been accepted in many general works on African history, 
such as those by Basil Davidson, Stuart Schaar, and Roland Oliver 
and J.D. Fage, as well as by some specialists, such as Henri Lhote, 
Rhys Carpenter, Gilbert and Colette Charles-Picard, B.H. Warmington, 
M. Rostovtzeff, and B.G. Martin.3 
The second school of thought subjects the few literary and 
archaeological sources available to a more skeptical scrutiny 
and concludes that, unless fresh evidence proves otherwise, 
Carthaginian and Roman contacts with the desert and Sudan must 
have been slight and irregular. R.C.C. Law presented a moderate 
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statement of this position in an article which concluded that 
"in the present state of the evidence, even if we are not disposed 
to deny altogether that the Garamantes (the people of the Fazzan, 
who were in contact with the coastal area in Carthaginian as 
well as Roman times) ever traded to the Sudan, we cannot assert 
that this trade was very substantial or important. 114 A more 
radical statement appeared in an article by J.T. Swanson, who 
reviewed all of the classical references which are commonly cited 
as evidence of trans-Saharan trade in Roman times and concluded 
that they do not substantiate the view that the prosperity of Roman 
Africa was due even in part to trans-Saharan trade, that there 
was a demand for Sudanese products in the Roman world, or that 
the Romans were in contact with desert peoples who had access to 
the Sudan.5 Some recent general works on African history have 
begun to accept this more skeptical approach to trans-Saharan 
trade in classical times. 6 
This lack of consensus has. certainly contributed to the 
similar confusion surrounding the question of central Saharan 
trade in the early Islamic centuries. The latter subject has 
been rather warmly debated recently in relation to the dating of 
the archaeological site of Igbo-Ukwu in southeastern Nigeria. The 
excavator, Thurstan Shaw, suggested that the culture represented 
by the site had been in contact through trans-Saharan trade with 
the Mediterranean Islamic world in about the ninth century A.D. 
His suggestion was based on glass beads from India and Venice as 
well as copper objects found in abundance at the site, and on 
four (out of five) radiocarbon samples which gave dates centering 
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on the ninth century. 7 Shaw hypothesized that ivory, which was 
conspicuous in the Igbo-Ukwu finds, may have been the basis of a 
trans-Saharan trade to this area, and painted a picture of "Arabs, 
with their keen commercial sense and equipped with camels," setting 
out across the desert to discover the source of ivory. 8 An 
historian and an archaeologist both attacked Shaw's interpretation 
of the site, and especially the possibility of trans-Saharan 
trade at such an early date. The Nigerian historian Babatunde 
Lawal argued that 
the Arabs came to North Africa only in the seventh century 
A.D., and were not to gain complete control of the area 
until after the Hilalian invasion of the eleventh century. 
Frequent Berber revolts and schisms among the Arabs them-
selves dominated the intervening period; these would have 
one way or the other limited the extent of the trans-Saharan 
trade, and possibly the extent of Arab participation in it.9 
Merrick Posnansky, in a review of Shaw's site report in Archaeology, 
suggested that trans-Saharan trade in the early Islamic centuries 
was confined to the western Sahara: 
The scale of trade certainly accelerated following the 
Arab conquest of North Africa and the drive into Southern 
Morocco after A.D, 734, but the indications are that it 
affected the Western Sudan.rather than the routes from 
Tripoli or Tunisia which might have led to the areas north 
of Igbo. 10 
Yet just the opposite point of view was expressed by B.G. Martin, 
who claimed that in the eighth and ninth centuries Muslims 
"certainly carried on commerce round Lake Chad. 1111 
The present paper makes no attempt to solve the controversy 
concerning classical trade in the central Sahara. The evidence 
for this has been reviewed so often that it has become largely a 
question of personal opinion. But the confusion surrounding Saharan 
trade in the early Islamic centuries is certainly not warranted 
in view of the relative abundance of literary, archaeological, 
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and oral sources available and especially in view of the excellent 
research and writing on the subject by the eminent Polish historian 
Tadeusz Lewicki. 12 This paper is an attempt to clarify the 
issue of the early history of caravan trade in the central Sahara 
in the Islamic period by investigating such questions as the 
nature of trade goods and demand, the location of trade routes, 
the organization of trade, and the effects of the trade on lands 
to the south. 
1. The Libyan Route 
North African Demand 
Under the late Roman Empire, as well as during the Vandal 
and Byzantine periods, the commerce of North Africa was based 
primarily on Jbhe export of agricultural produce, especially 
grain and olive oil, and secondarily on the export of such raw 
materials as marble, timber, dyes, wild animals, and wooi. 13 
Most of these products passed through the two ports of Leptis 
Magna on the Tripolitanian coast and Carthage in northern Tunisia 
to be shipped to the great cities of the Christian Mediterranean 
such as Rome, Ravenna, ConstantinQple, Antioch, and Alexandria. 
A trading network of merchants from the ports of Syria, Asia Minor, 
and Egypt controlled this commerce as they did that of the rest 
of the Mediterranean through their contacts with the "Syrian" 
colonies established in western cities, including Carthage, and 
they paid for African and European goods with the many rich products 
of the East: silks, papyrus, dyes, spices, perfumes, cottons, 
wines, glasswares, and marbles. 14 
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The Arab conquest of North Africa in the seventh century A.D. 
introduced important changes to this classical commercial system. 
Leptis Magna declined rapidly after a raid in 663/4 15 and Carthage, 
suffering from several attacks, yielded its vitality to neighbor-
ing Tunis after its final capture by the Arabs in 705. The new 
city of Qairawan, founded by cUqba b. Nafic in 670 and thereafter 
the capital of eastern Maghribi Islam for 400 years under the 
cAbbassid governors (670-800), the Aghlabids (800-909), the 
Fatimids (909-969), and the Zirids (969-1057), became the new 
center of North African commerce. A new merchant class of Muslims 
and Jews who had contacts in the developing centers of Islamic 
power replaced the old Christian "Syrian" merchants, while the 
new Islamic capitals of Cordoba, Fustat, Damascus, and Baghdad 
replaced the great Christian cities as North Africa's trading 
partners. 16 Most important for the development of trans-Saharan 
trade, however, was the expansion of the demand for slaves 
occasioned by the Arab conquest. 
In the Byzantine Empire slavery had been very limited. 
Several factors had contributed to a significant decrease in the 
great number of slaves owned by the rich landowners of the late 
Roman Empire. Among these were the triumph of the Christian Church, 
originally the refuge of slaves and dispossessed classes; barbarian 
invasions and social disequilibrium, which encouraged slaves to 
run away; government policies which attempted to create servile 
rather than slave classes; 17 and a decrease in the numbers of 
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prisoners of war. 18 By the seventh century, "the possession 
of slaves was considered a sign of wealth; Byzantines bought 
slaves above all to exhibit them. 1119 There were so few of them 
20 that historians have difficulty discovering where they came from. 
With the Arab conquest of the Middle East, this situation changed 
dramatically. Although Islam was no worse in its acceptance of 
slavery and treatment of slaves than Christianity had been, the 
battles and raids associated with the conquest greatly increased 
the numbers and thus the usage of slaves. 
An idea of the number of slaves flooding the Moslem Empire 
as a result of the conquest may be gained from such exaggerated 
figures, as the following: ••• Qutayba 1 s captives from 
Sogdiana alone numbered 100,000; al-Zubayr ibn al-cAwwam 
bequeathed among other chattels one thous~nd male and_femaJ~ 
slaves, The famous Makkan poet of love, Umar ibn-abi-Rabi ah, 
had many more than seventy slaves. For an Umayyad prince to 
maintain a retinue of about a thousand slaves was nothing 
extraordinary. Even the private in the Syrian army at the 21 battle of Siffin had from one to ten servants waiting on him. 
Because of the premium put on Berber slaves in the Middle East, 22 
North Africa soon became 0ne of the major suppliers. The great 
conqueror of 
80,000 during 
35,000; 24 and 
North Africa cUqba b, Nafic is said to have taken 
his raids in the Maghrib; 23 ~assan b, al-Nucman 
Musa b. Nu~ayr J00,000 ten thousand of these during 
a single raid on the city of Zaghwan in 702. 25 Most of these 
early slaves were taken from the sedentary Christian and non-Christian 
populations of the Maghrib 1 s agricultural zones and from the nomadic 
and sedentary Berbers of the Tell and northern fringes of the 
desert, But as these populations increasingly submitted to the 
religion of Islam in the course of the eighth century, the Arabs 
were forced to seek other sources, At first the military leaders, 
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little versed in the principles of figh (Islamic,law), invented 
a fiction by which they could obtain Berber slaves from Islamized 
populations even though the element of jihad had been eliminated. 
The jizya or poll tax, which in principle amounted to only one 
dinar on every non-Muslim who could afford to pay it, was in some 
cases perverted into a collective tax on tribes, whether they 
accepted Islam or not, which was payable in slaves. F~r a short 
time in the mid eighth century this practice was apparently rather 
widespread throughout North Africa, but it was soon repressed as 
illegal and by the late eighth century Berber slavery was reduced 
to a small trade in .jawiirI, or young women who were speciaJ;ly 
trained in Arabic culture and manners and illicitly exported to 
eastern harems. 26 The result was a great shortage in the supply 
of slaves relative to the demand in the east and in the newly 
urbanizing area around Qairawan. There can be little doubt that 
it was in response to this demand that a regular caravan trade 
first developed in the central Sahara. 
Berber Caravans 
It would, however, be naive to suppose as Shaw does that 
Arabs simply set out into the desert equipped with their camels 
and 11keen commercial sense" to find slaves. The Arabs were indeed 
capable of limited military excursions into the desert, such as 
that of cUqba b. Nafic in 666 A.D. in which a column of 400 cavalry 
and 400 camels marched through the Fazzan to Kawar, collecting 
1080 slaves along the way. 27 But for the development of a perma-
nent and well-organized caravan trade, the newly arrived and still 
distrusted Arabs had to rely on the established inhabitants, 
the Berber tribes of the northern Sahara. 
The largest of these tribes were the Lawata of Cyrenaica, 
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the Mazata of the Sirte, and the Hawwara of eastern Tripolitania. 
Some of the smaller groups were the Nafusa and Zanata of Jabal 
Nafusa, the Zanata, Darisa, Lamaya, Zawagha, and Zawwara of western 
Tripolitania, and the Tinawutu of Ghadames and Derj. The Fazzan 
was inhabited by a mixed group of peoples which included black 
non-Berber speakers and Tuaregs as well as other Berbers. 28 The 
political organization of the nomadic Berber tribes was segmentary, 
probably resembling very closely the organizati@n of such societies 
as the Bedouin of Cyrenaica as described by E.E. Evans-Pritchard. 29 
Many segments of the Berber tribes are known by name -- the Hawwara, 
for example, consisted of the Misrata, the Warfala, the Masallata, 
the Maghar, the Tarhuna, the Gharyan, and the Malila30 -- and a 
quote from Ibn Hawqal concerning the Mazata depicts the frequent 
conflict followed by reconciliation which is a feature of segmentary 
societies: 
From time to time there are fights and armed conflicts 
among them; these are even rather frequent and break out 
over and over, but they do not·last.3f 
These Berbers were engaged in three contrasting economic activities. 
In the oases of Ghadames, Derj, Sinawan, the Fazzan, Waddan, Aujila, 
and others, they practiced irrigation agriculture, tending date-
palms and growing fruit, vegetables, and grain in the shade of the 
trees. In the surrounding arid plains, the Berbers gained a 
livelihood as nomadic herders of camels and sheep, tracing out 
complicated migration patterns in a continual effort to exploit 
the best pastures within the vast area between the Mediterranean 
in the north and the Tassili and Tibesti mountains in the south, 
Finally, rainfall agriculture centered on grain and olive trees 
was also practiced in the mountainous regions of Jabal Nafusa 
and Jabal Akhdar and in coastal regions. Because of the difficulty 
of life in the desert, cooperation and trade among these different 
Berber groups was as much a part of life as were discord and war. 32 
Because the Arab conquest of North Africa resulted in the 
enslavement of many Berbers and the heavy taxation of the remaining 
populations,33 it is'not surprising that when the Berbers eventually 
came to accept Islam, they at first adopted the Ibadi version 
which denied the legitimacy of the khalifas of Damascus and 
Baghdad -- and hence their representatives in North Africa 
and which was also perhaps closer in its more "democratic" ideology 
to their traditional Berber forms of government and association. 
The Ibadi sect first came to North Africa from its center in 
c-Basra, Iraq with the missionary Salama b. Sa id, who appeared in 
Qairawan sometime in the early eighth century. Salama apparently 
soon left that center of orthodoxy to find converts among the 
Berber Hawwara tribes to the south, for within twenty years many 
of the members of this tribe had accepted Ibadi Islam. 34 By 
mid-century the Zanata of western Tripolitania and the Nafusa of 
Jabal Nafusa had converted as well. In the late 750 1 s a powerful 
Ibadi confederation was formed from the unification of the Hawwara, 
Zanata, and Nafusa under the Arab Abu11-Kha~~ab al-Himyari, and 
the destruction of his short-lived state by the Arab general 
Ibn al-Ashcath in 761/2 did nothing to retard the spread of the 
Ibadiyya among Saharan Berbers. 35 In 762 the Mazata towns of 
Zawila and Waddan had important Ibadi populations and by at least 
the early ninth century the entire Fazzan was Ibadi. 36 Meanwhile 
an even larger and more unified state was constructed on the 
ruins of Abu11-Kha~~ab 1 s polity. This new state was founded in 
761/2 by cAbd al-Ravman b. Rustum, a Persian, at Tahert in the 
western Algerian Atlas. Most of the Ibadi Berber tribes of 
North Africa quickly gave it their allegiance. By 776, when 
cAbd al-Ravman took the title of~, his authority stretched 
from western Algeria south to the Wadi Righ and Wargla, and east 
through the Hodna, the Zab, the Jabal Aures, and all of southern 
Tunisia to the lands of the Nafusa and Hawwara.37 
Presumably it is the Berber adoption of the Ibadiyya which 
Lawal meant by "frequent Berber revolts" which "would have one 
way or the other limited the extent of the trans-Saharan trade. 11 
In fact there were frequent battles between Iba<ill:i. Berbers and 
Sunni Arab armies from Qairawan during the period of the sect's 
initial diffusion; these were only to be expected in a land which 
had only recently been subjected and where mass slavery and 
excessive taxation had at times been mercilessly imposed. Major 
battles occurred in 740, 741, 761, 772, and 787. 38 However, 
battles at ten to twenty year intervals do not necessarily inter-
fere with trade, and at any rate after 787 the two sides achieved 
a real detente. Militarily, the Rustumids in Tahert and the 
cAbbassid governors in Qairawan had reached a standoff, and by 
this time as well the linguistic and tribal distinctions between 
the two sides had faded as many Arab Ibadis moved to the Rustumid 
11 
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state and many Berbers accepted Sunni Islam. This left only 
doc:brinal issues, which in practice were of minimal significance, 
separating the opposing camps. As a result, Ibadis and Sunnis 
began to interact with increasing tolerance. A Qairawani quarter, 
with its own marketplace and mosque, soon formed in Tahert, 39 and 
a large Ibadi community settled in Qairawan.4° There was even 
a "chain of (Ibadi) agricultural and pastoral communities along 
the coast (of Tunisia) and inland ••• including one in the peninsula 
of Cap Bon. 114 1 This interaction continued throughout the Aghlabid 
period in Tunisia (800-909). Mohamed Talbi, a distinguished 
Tunisian historian who has made an intensive study of this period, 
has concluded that "we have ••• every reason to believe that the 
flow of trade, favored by the usually peaceful coexistence of the 
two very different regimes of Qairawan and Tahert, must have been 
intense and profitable in both directionlil. 1142 
In this setting the trans-Saharan trade began to develop 
in earnest towards the end of the eighth century. There was a 
continual demand for non-Muslim slaves in the market of Qairawan, 
both for local use and for export to the Middle East. Ibadi Berbers, 
who were aware of this demand and were on good trading terms with 
Ifriqiya, were also aware of black non-Muslim peoples on the 
southern borders of their Saharan grazing lands. Cooperation 
among Berber tribes was at an all-time high because of the unifying 
influences of the Ibadiyya and the Rustumid state. The geographer 
al-Yacqubi (who wrote before 891) was the first to record details 
of the caravan trade which inevitably developed. According to his 
Kitab al-Buldan, the Ibadis obtained their slaves by capturing them 
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from among the black "Zaghawa" peoples of the southern Sahara.43 
The main axis of the trade was from Kuwwar, a town in the southern 
Sahara inhabited by Muslims from many regions and probably identical 
with or near modern Kawar in the Bilma oasis,44 uo Zawila, a Mazata 
town in the Fazzan which served as the major northern slave-market. 
Ibn Hawqal adds that the slave-caravans then proceeded through 
• 
Tripoli to ~abra and Labda, near the site of Leptis Magna on the 
Tripolitanian coast, where they were charged import duties before 
being allowed into Ifriqiya.45 An intriguing indication of the 
predominance of Ibadis in this trade is the fact that in the early 
C ninth century the Rustumid governor of Jabal Nafusa, Abu Ubayda 
cAbd al-Hamid al-Jinawuni, could speak the language of Kanim, one 
• 
of the slave-supplying regions of the southern Sahara.4 6 The slaves 
once imported into Ifriqiya were used locally as well as shipped 
abroad. By 805 A.D. the Aghlabid amir Ibrahim I had established 
an army of 5000 black slaves at his fortress 11al-cAbbasiyya 11 near 
Qairawan.4 7 Twenty years later, a rebel against the Aghlabids, 
cAmir b. Nafic, was able to recruit to his cause 1000 black slaves 
in the oasis region of the Jarid in southern Tunisia.4 8 Interestingly, 
these blacks had with them hoes and shovels, indicating that slaves 
were available cheaply enough and abundantly enough to be employed 
in agricultural labor and not just as household servants or elite 
soldiers. This indication is strengthened by Ibn Hawqal 1 s statement 
that blacks served as healthy and reliable workers in the agricul-
tural region of Cap Bon.4 9 By the mid tenth century the geographer 
al-Istakhri went so far as to say that most of the black slaves 
sold in the Muslim world came not from the Nuba, the Zanj, the 
Habash, or the Baja, but from the black peoples of the lands to 
the south of Zawila. 50 Obviously, trans-Saharan trade in the 
central Sahara had seriously commenced. 
Saharan Supply 
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What regions of the Sahara and the Sudan were affected by 
this newly-developed slave trade? The question is of great impor-
tance to many issues of West African history besides that of 
Igbo-Ukwu. B.G. Martin insisted that the Zawila slave merchants 
traded "round Lake Chad," in the "Chad Basin," or in the "Chad 
region. 115 1 This seems unlikely in view of the fact that Arabic 
sources from the period never mention a lake5 2 and that Kawar is 
separated from Lake Chad by 500 kilometers of uninhabitable sand 
dunes. It is worth remembering that the route across the Bilma 
Erg from Lake Chad to Kawar was not practicable for regular use 
before a powerful state capable of and interested in digging, 
maintaining, and protecting wells was established near the lake, 
which did not occur until at least the middle of the thirteenth 
century. It is more probable that the victims of the ninth-century 
slave trade were Saharan- and Chadic-language53 peoples of such 
regions as Air, Kawar, Jado, Tibesti, Borku, and Ennedi, all to 
the north of the Bilma Erg. 
These peoples were the remnants of a much larger population 
which several millenia before had lived as fishers and hunters 
along the northern shores and tributaries of the "Mega-Chad, 11 a 
"great sheet of water, the size of the present Caspian Sea, (which) 
stretched as far southwest as modern Barna and Gashua in Nigeria, 
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and in the northeast to the foothills of Tibesti. 1154 Between 
about 5000 and 3000 B.C. the Mega-Chad dried up and left in its 
place a huge desert of sand dunes (the ergs of Tenere, Bilma, and 
Djourab) and the small remnant lake which exists today along its 
southern edge. Pressed by the increasingly desiccating environment, 
a large part of the hunting and fishing population of Mega-Chad's 
"aquatic civilization" either died off or migrated from Air, 
Kawar, Djado, Tibesti, Borku and Ennedi to more humid lands in the 
south, the Chadic-language speakers migrating to the west of the 
great erg and the Saharan-language speakers to the east. But a 
considerable number did remain in the Sahara and managed to survive 
by adopting two relatively new ways of life: agriculture and 
stock-raising.55 By the late first millenium A.D. they were raising 
sheep, cows, camels, and horses, and growing sorghum, beans, and 
wheat.5 6 
Arab geographers usually referred to these southern populations 
collectively as the "Zaghawa, 11 but it is clear from both written 
and oral sources that they were in fact divided into many different 
groups, of which only one was actually called the Zaghawa. Some 
of the names of other groups which are given by Arabic authors are 
the Mariiwa, the Mira, the ~awgan, the Qaqu, the Maranda, and the 
peoples of Kanim, Kuwwar, and Mallal.57 Culturally, these black 
Saharans appeared primitive to Berber and Arab visitors from the 
north for their customs of living in reed huts, not wearing clothes, 
and in general disdaining town life.5 8 Such a cultural perception 
was no doubt important in legitimizing the development of the 
slave trade. In fact, however, the southern Saharans were not 
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lacking well-organized social and political institutions. The 
town of Kuwwar which served as the southern market for the slave 
trade was originally an indigenous settlement, probably identical 
with 11Khawar, the gasr of Kuwwar" mentioned in the seventh century.5 9 
The town of Thabir is mentioned in the ninth century, 60 and the 
towns of Manan, Tarazki, and Bilma 1 in the tenth. 61 Political 
leaders referred to in Arabic sources as 11kings 11 (muluk) who were 
ritually secluded and worshipped by their subjects held court in 
some of these towns. 62 Most of them were no doubt mere chiefs of 
small groups, but others were relatively important and their lands 
gained some reknown in the Muslim world: such were the kingdoms of 
Kanim, ~awgan, Mallal, and Qaqu. The origins of one of these, 
Kanim, is rather well known from oral sources. It was formed 
through the unification of several nomadic groups under the leader-
ship of the Sefawa family, who utilized a policy of liberal inter-
marriage and the adoption of some of the characteristics of divine 
kingship, which as has been seen was a common institution in the 
area. 63 Kanim was the best known of the southern Saharan kingdoms 
in the Muslim world in the late first millenium A.D. and probably 
very early the most powerful. However, another kingdom which must 
have existed at this time although it is not emphasized in the 
Arabic sources was the state of the Gobirawa, a Chadic-language 
people who are known to have lived in Air until the fifteenth 
century. 64 The Gobirawa are sometimes identified with the people 
known in Arabic sources as the Maranda. 
What were the effects of the slave trade on these peoples? 
No doubt they were mostly degenerative. Depopulation, neglect of 
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agriculture, social insecurity, and frequent warfare are world-wide 
concomitants of slave-raiding that would certainly not have been 
lacking in the central Sahara. There is a possibility, however, 
that the introduction of trans-Saharan trade to the region did 
encourage the development of more centralized political systems 
as a protective reaction. Such a process has been hypothesized 
for the western Sudan by N. Levtzion, who suggested that the 
state of Ghana may have developed to ward off pressure from the 
nomadic Sanhaja to the north. 65 In that instance, the newly-formed 
state derived most of its characteristics from the institutions 
of sedentary Sudanic culture, whereas in the central Sahara it is 
known that the Kanimi state originated among nomadic peoples. This 
is perhaps an indication that central Saharan states arose more 
to participate in slave trade than to fight against it, and in this 
context it is good to remember al-Yacqubi's statement that the 
Saharan kings sold their subjects without any legal or military 
justifications. 66 Nevertheless, the strong element of divine 
kingship in the Kanimi state, which persisted down to the nineteenth 
century, suggests that sedentary folk made important contributions 
to the state-building process. Abdullahi Smith has written two 
excellent articles on the origin of states in this region and shown 
that it is indeed a very complex issue. Within this complexity, 
however, the existence of a large-scale slave trade, with its 
implications for the sources of economic and political power, must 
be given its proper place. 67 
Were any peoples beyond those of the central Sahara affected 
by the slave trade? As noted above, it is not likely that Berber 
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and Arab merchants penetrated as far as Lake Chad; indeed they 
probably found little need to go beyond the slave market at Kuwwar. 
If, however, Saharan- and Chadic-language peoples did participate 
actively in the slave trade, they would have continually extended 
their raiding activities farther south. The Kanimi state itself, 
of course, slowly moved southwards from its original homeland 
north of the erg down the Bal).r al-Ghazal to its eventual location 
in the present region of Kanim (and later yet to Bornu). This 
track may represent one of the routes followed by "Zaghawa" slave 
raiders from the beginning of the trade, although there is some 
question as to whether the Lake Chad region was very heavily 
populated at that date. 68 Other regions which may have proved 
more fruitful and accessible raiding grounds for the 11Zaghawa" 
were northern Hausaland in the west and Wadai and Dar Fur in the 
east. However, there is no evidence for such activity, and in any 
case it would have represented only sporadic slave raiding and 
not a trade involving the introduction of northern goods or the 
extraction of Sudanese goods besides slaves. Specifically, there 
could have been no effect on the Igbo-Ukwu culture of southeastern 
Nigeria. First, as Merrick Posnansky has suggested, 69 there was 
no reason for northerners to seek goods in the forest zone when 
supplies were plentiful 1000 miles north; and second, goods other 
than slaves such as ivory, which was of obvious significance at 
Igbo-Ukwu, did not enter into the trade and could not have attracted 
the copper and beads found at the southern site. There was, 
however, another central Saharan caravan route in the eighth and 
ninth centuries which may have been of more direct relevance to 
Igbo-Ukwu. 
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2. The Algerian Route 
When the Fatimids, successors of the Aghlabids in Tunisia, 
destroyed the Rustumid state and ruined its capital Tahert in 
909, many Ibadis who were unwilling to submit to the new Shi cite 
rulers fled into the Algerian Sahara to an oasis called Wargla. 
Situated in a part of the desert that was separated from the 
Hawwara and Zanata Berber tribes to the east by the Great Eastern 
Erg, Wargla was nevertheless inhabited by a Berber tribe, known 
as the Warglan, whom Ibn Khaldun called a branch of the Zanata. 70 
The first Ibadis came to Wargla as early as 720 71 and thereafter 
relations between the oasis and the Rustumid state, of which it 
formed a part, 72 were very close. Wargla was the northern entre-
pot for the second major central Saharan trade route of the early 
Islamic centuries. Leading south from Wargla, this route most 
likely passed through the oasis regions of Gourara, Tuat, and 
Tidikelt and skirted the eastern edge of the dry, difficult 
Tanezrouft region. Continuing through the town of Tadmekka in 
the Adrar des Iforhas mountains, it ended up at the market-town 
of Gao on the Niger River. 
Ibadi traditions of the northern Sahara, as recorded by 
medieval chroniclers, assigned a very early date to the origin 
of this route and attached great importance to it. They must 
have intended it to be included among the most important of 
"those routes leading to the Sudan" which according to the tenth 
century chronicler Ibn al-§aghir contributed to the prosperity 
of Tahert during the reign of the first~. cAbd al-Ra\,lman b. 
Rustum (770-784/5). 73 The first specific mention of the route 
in written sources refers to the reign of cAbd al-Rapnan 1 s son 
cAbd al-Wahhab (784/5-823/4), who was obliged to prevent his own 
son Aflah from making a trip from Tahert to Gao although he had 
• 
already planned and publicized it, 74 The route continued to be 
travelled throughout the reign of Afla.t1 (823/4-871/2), and the 
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fame which it brought to Gao even reached the ears of the astronomer 
al-Khuwarizmi, who around 840 mentioned Gao along with Zaghawa and 
Ghana as one of the great lands of the blacks. 75 A final indica-
tion of the prosperous condition of the route during the ninth 
century is the embassy directed by one Mti\,lammad b. cArfa which 
Aflah sent to the 11king of the Sudan. 1176 It is virtually certain 
• 
that this embassy followed the Wargla route from Tahert to Gao. 77 
North African Demand 
Tracking down the goods which formed the basis for trade 
along this route is problematic. Its great length and difficulty 
and the obviously greater efficiency of the Zawila-Kuwwar route, 
which served essentially the same markets, make it unlikely that 
it was much in use to transport slaves in quantity. Written sources, 
in fact, do not make any mention of slaves being imported along 
the Wargla route. This has led Michael Brett to suggest that a 
well-organized trade in non-luxury goods was the mainstay of the 
route; specifically, that Wargla and its southern connections 
served as an outlet for dates and cloth produced in the Ibadi 
. f th T .. 78 regions o sou ern un1s1a. While it is true that in all periods 
local t.rade between the desert and the desert-edges to the north 
and south has been of crucial importance, and that in general it 
was this "ordinary commercial network" which supported trans-Saharan 
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luxury trade, trade in staples itself rarely stretched from one 
side of the desert to the other. Thus the existence in the eighth 
and ninth centuries of some sort of highly profitable luxury good 
to entice caravans from Tahert to Gao, and to attract such well-
placed persons as Afl~ b. cAbd al-Wahhab into the trade, is not 
at all unlikely. Madeleine Rouvillois-Brigol has claimed that it 
was the lure of gold which brought Ibadi merchants to Wargla from 
the time of the opening of the route in the late eighth century. 79 
Mohamed Talbi has made the same assumption. 80 Brigol's assertion, 
however, is based on a quote from al-Idrisi in the twelfth century, 
and it is difficult to imagine what sources of gold would have 
been available to the rulers of Gao in the eighth and ninth centuries. 
Ivory, on the other hand, must have been available in great abun-
dance along the Niger River. It would have been the ideal commo-
dity to transport over such a long and arduous route because of its 
high value per unit of weight and its relative (compared to slaves) 
ease of handling and inexpensive upkeep. It would have provided 
the perfect complement to a local provisioning trade of the type 
suggested by Brett. Moreover, there is some evidence for a market 
for ivory in North Africa. cAli b. ~umayd, wazir of the Aghlabid 
~ Ziyadat Allah I (817-838) and one of the richest men of his 
time in Qairawan, earned the greater part of his immense fortune 
by trading in ivory, four centuries after the last elephant had 
been hunted in the Maghrib. 81 Ivory was extensively used in 
Umayyad Spain (756-1031) in the carving of such objects as coffers 
and caskets. 82 Similarly, western Europe underwent a revolution 
in the use of ivory in Carolingian times: 
Ivory was universally worked in the ninth and especially 
the tenth century in the great abbeys of the north of 
Gaul and the south of Germany, where the monastic work-
shops rivalled the Byzantines in their zeal and activity. 
The texts in very great number attest for us the use of 
ivory, not only in religious monuments ••• but also for 
utensils of daily life •••• From the very respectable 
number of these objects which have survived to our day, 
and the even greater number which the texts speak of, it 
is correct to conclude that the sculpture of ivory under-
went an extraordinary development in the ninth and tenth 
centuries.BJ 
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Given the close relations between Tahert and Cordoba, the opening 
of a sea-trade route from Ifriqiya through Cagliari to Marseilles 
in the early ninth century, and the signing of a truce assuring 
liberty of movement for merchants between the Aghlabid and 
84 Carolingian domains around 817 A.D., it seems no more improbable 
to suppose that ivory used in the Maghrib and Europe was carried 
across the Sahara to North Africa than that it was imported from 
India or East Africa. While the sources are not extensive enough 
to permit a final determination of what goods were transported 
along the Gao-Wargla route in the eighth and ninth centuries, 
ivory must certainly be considered a prime candidate. For there 
was an abundant supply, an established trade route, and an 
extensive demand. 
Berber and Tuareg Caravans 
The caravan trail from Wargla to Gao would have been domi-
nated along nearly its entire length by Tuareg. These "grandes 
nomades 11 inhabited the central and western regions of the central 
Sahara and were in origin Berbers who through long centuries of 
separation had begun to differentiate culturally and linguistically 
from their northern relatives. Thanks to the introduction of the 
camel to the Sahara in the early centuries of the Christian era, 
they had been able to emigrate from their original homelands 
probably in Tripolitania and the Fazzan to the Saharan regions 
of Tassili-n-Ajjer, the Hoggar, the Adrar des Iforhas, and the 
plains south of the Fazzan. 85 They had not yet, however, come 
to dominate Air, which has has been seen was still inhabited by 
Chadic-language peoples in the early Islamic centuries. The use 
of the term "Tuareg" in the present context is anachronistic, as 
they were known neither to themselves nor to Arab geographers by 
that name in this period. The ninth century writer al-Yacqubi 
calls the Tuareg south of the Fazzan the 11Lamta 11 and notes that 
• 
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"they resemble the Berbers very much. 1186 The tenth century author 
Ibn Hawqal gives the name "Banu Tanmak 11 -- probably meaning simply 
• 
"those who speak Tamasheq, 11 the Tuareg language -- to the Tuareg 
of the Adrar des Iforhas. 87 The Tuareg, like the Berbers, were 
divided into a great many segments -- Ibn Hawqal gives the names 
• 
of twenty-five segments of the Banu Tanmak -- but here again 
political unity was not impossible. According to Ibn Hawqal the 
Banu Tanmak in the tenth century were united around two political 
leaders based in the town of Tadmekka, who were "governors with a 
sense of authority, knowledge, intelligence, and political technique, 
(who) even have some historical knowledge and are learned in the 
(Islamic) traditions. 1188 
It is somewhat surprising that the Tuareg are not mentioned 
more frequently in Arabic sources concerning the trade along the 
Wargla-Gao route. Perhaps they restricted their participation to 
collecting tolls for passage through their territory and protecting 
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caravans from marauding bands, leaving commerce and the organization 
of the caravans themselves to the Ibadis from the north. Never-
theless, the Tuareg must have initiated the original exploration 
and opening of the route and Tadmekka, their southern "capital," 
served as a major halting-place and perhaps market along the way. 
It is interesting to note that the famous Ibadi chief Abu Yazid 
Makhlad b. Kaydad, whose father was a merchant from Taqyus in 
southern Tunisia trading to Gao, was born sometime in the late 
ninth century at Tadmekka. 89 
Sudanese Supply 
In contrast to the situation along the Libyan route, where 
the formidable Bilma Erg blocked access to the Lake Chad region, 
the Wargla-Gao route led northern merchants directly to the western 
Sudan and the Niger River. Here they encountered a heterogeneous 
group of fishers, hunters, and farmers known as the Songhay. 
The Sorko fishermen who were the dominant element among 
these people originated in the region of the Niger River 11W11 just 
north of the Benin border in southern Niger. According to Sorko 
tradition, their ancestor Faran Maka Bote ascended the river to 
the region around Tillabery and formed the nucleus of the Songhay 
state through the fusion of his people with the Do, farmers and 
occasional fishers who lived along the banks of the Niger, and the 
Gow, hunters of the wild animals which inhabited the plains around 
the river. He established his capital at the town of Kukiya, 
located first on the island of Bentia in the Niger and spreading 
later, in a period of growth and increased security, to the adjacent 
left bank. The rule of Faran 1 s descendants was replaced, perhaps 
sometime in the late seventh century, by a new dynasty called 
the Dya. Soon thereafter the new town of Gao was founded on the 
banks of the Niger three hundred kilometers north of Kukiya and 
quickly became the second capital of the expanding state. The 
Sorko fishermen meanwhile continued their migrations upstream, 
each year penetrating a little farther than the year before. 
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They met little resistance until they arrived in the domains of 
the Bozo fishermen, in the neighborhood of Lake Debo, perhaps 
around the late ninth century. 90 It was at this time that al-Yac-
qubi described Gao as a veritable Sudanic empire: 
The kingdom of Gao is the greatest of the kingdoms of the 
Sudan, as well as the most illustrious and the most power-
ful. All the (subject) kings give it their allegiance. 
Gao is the name of the capital. A number of kingdoms 
give their allegiance to it and recognize its leadership 
even though they have kings in their own lands. Among them 
is the kingdom of al-Mari:i, an extensive kingdom whose king 
has a capital called al-Haya, and the kingdoms of Mardabah 
(?), al-Harbar, ~anlJaja, (?), al-Zayanir, Arur, and(?). 
All of these are related to the kingdom of Gao.91 
What was the effect of the opening of a tPahs-Saharan route 
on these Niger fishermen and their young but powerful state? 
First, it contributed very little to their Islamization. The 
Ta 1rikh al-Sudan states definitely that the first fifteen rulers 
of the Dya dynasty, probably well into the ninth century, remained 
non-Muslims, and although al-Muhallabi describes the king of Gao 
and his court as Muslims in 985, the general population was still 
non-Muslim even in the eleventh century. 92 Second, it is important 
to note that the arrival of Ibadi merchants did not represent the 
Songhay people's first contact with northerners. Just as an 
"ordinary" trade in staples sustained contacts between the northern 
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Sahara and Ibadi regions of North Africa, so a provisioning trade 
flourished in the southern Sahara. Tuareg nomads of the south 
central Sahara had long been coming to the Niger River to exchange 
their camels' milk, camel~hair blankets, salt, and other Saharan 
products for the fish, grain, meat, and handicraft goods of the 
Sudanese, N. Levtzion has suggested that a process of political 
organization stimulated by contact with nomads, similar to what 
happened in the western Sudan, occurred here as well, 93 Traditions 
of a "white" stranger founding the Dya dynasty and the growth of 
the town of Gao at the desert's edge lend credibility to this 
hypothesis. 94 The coming of North African merchants to Gao, 
therefore, only added a new dimension to an already thriving 
commerce. In essence, it created a demand for some kind of luxury 
good, perhaps, as has been suggested above, ivory. 
Elephants live in savannah and forest lands wherever there 
is a sufficient permanent water supply. The entire length of the 
Niger River represents an ideal habitat for them, and supplies of 
ivory can only have been plentiful in the Songhay state of the 
eighth and ninth centuries. It therefore cannot have been very 
difficult for the inhabitants of Gao to meet the demands of the 
northern merchants and the new trade cannot have caused much change. 
It was, perhaps, the reason for the emphasis placed in Songhay 
traditions on the Gow hunters, who "often played an extremely 
important role ••• in the formation of the Songhay. 119-' It also 
no doubt contributed to the growth of the town of Gao, which became 
a market for North African as well as Tuareg goods. In the context 
of wider West African history, two questions arise. First, did 
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a continuing demand for ivory contribute to Sorko expansion up 
the Niger and thus to the eventual greatness of the Songhay state? 
And second, did it initiate the development of a trade in ivory 
along the Niger River in the opposite direction, eventually affecting 
such regions as Igbo-Ukwu? 
In relation to the first question, there is no doubt that 
the Sorko fishermen were aggressively penetrating upstream in the 
early centuries of the Dya dynasty. However, the natural migrations 
of a mobile fishing people would adequately explain this expansion, 
and one local tradition also suggests that the Sorko were attracted 
by numerous herds of hippopotamus, a favorite game. 96 While the 
search for ivory may have been a factor in the early growth of 
the Songhay state, there is no evidence for it. By the time Gao 
and Tadmekka were incorporated into the Mali empire in the mid 
thirteenth century, gold from the newly-accessible Bure fields 
would have completely overshadowed the ivory trade on the Gao-
Wargla route. 
As for the second question, evidence is admittedly scanty. 
There is, of course, the evidence of Igbo-Ukwu itself, which was 
only thirty kilometers from the Niger, contained Mediterranean 
beads and an abundance of copper, and placed great ritual emphasis 
on ivory and elephants. It is not difficult to imagine that the 
chief buried at Igbo-Ukwu derived his power and wealth from hunting 
elephants in the surrounding country and trading the ivory upstream. 
But the stretch of the Niger between Igbo-Ukwu and the region of 
Sorko domination is blocked by numerous unnavigable rapids, 97 and 
little archaeological work has been carried out in the area. 
28 
Donald Hartle and A.J. Priddy excavated a few sites in the area 
of the Kainji Dam in the late 1960 1 s. The RS 63/32 site near 
Yelwa, dated by radiocarbon to the period A.D. 100-700, "seems 
to have been a small, peaceful riverside settlement with an agri-
cultural economy supplemented by fishing and hunting, using a 
large number of iron tools and remarkable only for the length of 
occupation. 1198 The Baha Mound site, across the river from RS 63/32 
and dated to approximately 750-950 A.D., reveals a very similar 
settlement. Glass beads were found in abundance at Baha Mound 
and similar sites, but the excavation report unfortunately does 
not indicate whether they were locally made or imported. Only a 
few small ivory bracelets were found at RS 63/32. A few bronze 
earrings and bracelets were found in sites near Baha Mound, but 
these are undated. 99 An interesting phenomenon found at all of 
these sites are narrow, straight, burnt clay ditches, some up to 
fifteen feet long. The excavators have suggested that they may 
have been connected in some way with iron-working or smelting, 
without knowing exactly how. 100 Another possibility is that 
they resulted from the canoe-making process, which involved burning 
out the interior of tree trunks using dry grass as fue1. 101 
This and evidence of fishing activities would indicate that these 
peoples were not strangers to Niger River navigation, and could 
well have been one of the intermediaries in a river trade passing 
through their region. But the evidence for this is extremely 
thin, and, as Thurstan Shaw has justly remarked, "it is now more 
important to obtain additional evidence than to spend time and 
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energy doing balancing tricks with the limited evidence we 0have. 11102 
It is merely suggested here that what is known of eighth and 
ninth century caravan trade to the Middle Niger should be given 
proper consideration as part of that evidence. 
J. Transverse Routes 
Both of the routes described so far were north-south routes, 
connecting the populated and agricultural regions of North Africa's 
Mediterranean civilization with the settled communities and states 
of West Africa's Sudanic zone and the southern Sahara. In the 
history of Saharan trade, however, transverse or east-west routes, 
connecting these north-south routes together at various latitudes, 
have frequently been of major importance. Brett has theorized that 
these routes developed in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in 
response to the demise of the market of Qairawan and the growth of 
desert communities such as Kuwwar, Zawila, Ghadarnes, Wargla, and 
Tadmekka. 103 But Arabic sources make clear that such routes already 
existed in the ninth and tenth centuries, even if only inchoately. 
The most spectacular is the route described by the early tenth 
century author Ibn al-Faqih: 
If you go beyond the country of Ghana to the land of Egypt, 
you end up first at a black people called Gao, then at a 
people called Maranda, then at a people called Murawa, then 
at the oases of Egypt at Malsana.104 
This obviously describes an itinerary from the far western Sudan 
through the Niger bend region and Air to the 11Zagnawa 11 country, 
probably around Tibesti, and then on through the Libyan Desert to 
the oases of Kufra, Dakhla, and Kharga to the Nile Valley. Ibn 
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Hawqal added the information that the eastern and most dangerous 
part of this route through the Libyan Desert was in common use by 
Egyptian caravans in the ninth cemtury, along with similar routes 
which connected the Nile and the Egyptian oases with the Fazzan and 
CyFenaica. But he added that the Tulunid amir Abu11-cAbbas Ahmad 
. - . 
b. Tulun (died 884) was obliged to close down these routes because 
of the loss of several caravans in the sands. 105 This would not 
have excluded the use of the western parts, however, such as 
those between Ghana and Gao, or Air and Kuwwar. Other east-west 
routes which may have been in use are those between Tadmekka and 
Air, Zawila and Ghadames, and Ghadames and Wargla. Presumably 
staples formed the basis of trade along these routes, which served 
mainly to provision the towns and regions they traversed. But 
they also played an important role in the luxury trades of such 
goods as gold, ivory, and slaves, for they provided for the merchant 
a possibility of diversification, always a necessity in risky 
Saharan trade. A merchant from Wargla, for instance, arriving in 
Gao and finding no ivory available, could proceed to Ghana with 
his consignment to purchase gold. Or a merchant in Kuwwar, learning 
that the slave market in Zawila was flooded and prices depressed, 
could direct his caravan towards Egypt. Despite the paucity of 
information on these routes in the early Islamic centuries, their 
importance must be admitted. 
In summary, two major caravan routes developed in the central 
Sahara in the late eighth century and flourished throughout the 
ninth century. The Libyan route from Tripoli through Zawila to 
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Kawar arose as a direct response to a demand for non-Muslim 
slaves in the markets of Qairawan and the Middle East. Ibadi 
Berbers of the northern Sahara organized and dominated trade 
along this route, and Saharan- and Chadic-language peoples of 
the southern Saharan regions of Air, Kawar, Tibesti, Borku, and 
Ennedi were its primary victims. Some sporadic slave-raiding to 
regions farther south such as Hausaland, Wadai, and Dar Fur may 
have existed as well. The Algerian route through Wargla and 
Tadmekka to Gao, much longer and more arduous than the Libyan 
route, probably could not compete with it as a supplier of 
slaves. Ivory, which was used extensively in Umayyad Spain and 
Carolingian France, is suggested as a possible alternative. 
Tuareg would have dominated the Saharan portions of the Algerian 
route. The Songhay state of Gao was probably little affected by 
the arrival of North African merchants. There is a possibility 
that ivory trade extended down the Niger River to such regions 
as that around Igbo-Ukwu, but very little evidence supports this 
hypothesis. East-west routes connecting these and other north-
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